Parables in the Lotus Sutra 



Readings from the Lotus Sutra, translated by Burton Watson, Chapter 3 and 16. 

I will now talk little bit about two central parables in the Lotus Sutra, the two parables 
that I have chosen are the parables contained in the sixteenth chapter and the 
parable contained in the third chapter respectively; the lifespan of the Tathagata and 
the Burning House. 

§ 1. The Lifespan of the Tathagata 

The message in the parable of the wise physician from the sixteenth chapter of the 
Lotus Sutra intends to convey is that the lifespan of the Tathagata is immeasurable. 

There is a lengthy passage where the Buddha undertakes the discourses, (which is 
common in the Mahayana Sutras), by talking about turning the sands of the river 
Ganges into particles of powder and so forth, and the sand becoming immeasurable, 
countless, inconceivable, incalculable, beyond any limit. Similarly, the Sutra conveys 
that the lifespan of the Tathagata is in fact incalculable, immeasurable for thousands 
of eon; it is virtually eternal. In the light of this declaration, the lifespan of the 
Tathagata is eternal; the Tathagata never enters into extinction. In this context as an 
expedient means, we have the story of the life and passing away of the Buddha 
Sakyamuni inserted. So the parable recounts the events of the life of the Buddha 
Sakyamuni historically. The story of his renunciation, the years of striving for 
enlightenment, the years of teaching and his passing into parinirvana are all inserted 
here. And it declares of all these events simply as expedient means in order to teach 
living beings. It was in order to demonstrate living beings how Buddhahood is 
attained. Buddhahood was in fact attained by the Buddha Sakyamuni/Tathagata eons 
earlier. This is a kind of summarization, a kind of reenactment of the Buddha's 
attainment of enlightenment. In this chapter, the point is made that the teaching of 
the Buddha is accommodated to the capacity of the living beings. The teaching is 
adjusted to the aptitude/to the inclination of the living beings. All living beings have 
different disposition as a result of their previous karma, as a result of the impressions 
that they have accumulated over the countless lifetimes. So the teachings are all 
adjusted, all are tailor made, cut to design for a particular disciple. The Buddha did 
not use the same teaching for everyone. The Tathagata did not use one size for all. 
The teaching/the text differed according to the ability of the disciple to understand. 
The purpose of all the teachings without exception is liberation. Liberation is the 
purpose of all the teachings no matter how they differ. It doesn't matter whether it is 
the teaching regarding the Arhat path, or it is the teaching regarding the Bodhisattva 
path. It doesn't matter whether the Buddha is retelling his own story or retelling the 
story of others. The Buddhas, the Bodhisattvas, all of the texts, all of the teaching are 
for one purpose; the purpose of enlightenment/the purpose of liberation/the 
purpose of crossing over. So again, we can recall the example of the raft. The Dharma 
is similar to a raft for crossing over, not to hold unto. So whatever the Buddha may 
teach one should not hold to it, because it is for the purpose of liberation. Once 
liberation is attained, when the purpose is served, the teaching can be discarded. 
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And the text also makes the point, which I referred yesterday, about the 
disadvantages of disclosing the eternal existence of the Buddha, (the fact that the 
little virtue will then become complacent). So the Buddha is always present. The text 
also goes on to make the point that seeing the Buddha depends very much on the 
capacity of the individual. I made this point a number of times. Remember the story 
of the ascetic who shared the cowshed with the Buddha. He didn't recognize the 
Buddha. The seeing of the Buddha depends on your own disposition, your karma and 
the purity of your own faculty. In fact, there is no entry into parinirvana. There is no 
extinction. The Buddha never entered into extinction, the Buddha never entered into 
parinirvana. The Buddha appeared to enter into parinirvana, but, in fact, the Buddha 
is always present. He is always teaching the Dharma on the Vulture Peak at Rajagriha 
in India. And along with that in the text, there is the description of the 'Pure Land' of 
the Buddha Sakyamuni. 

We look around us, we can hardly imagine of this world as a pure land. But, in this 
text, we have a description of the Sakyamuni's Pure Land. It is because of the impure 
vision of ours this world is turned or rendered into an impure land, a land of all kinds 
of miseries, sufferings and inefficiencies. But, in actual fact, the Buddha is always 
dwelling in this Pure Land, which is right here. This is also incidentally the case with 
the Pure Land School/Sukhavati School of the Chinese tradition where it made quite 
clear that the pure land is not somewhere else, that it is really in our mind. Similarly, 
the Pure Land of the Buddha Sakyamuni is in our mind. So all we need to do is to 
purify our mind sufficiently and then the Buddha will be always present to us. Now, 
this may seem difficult, probably it is. Certainly, it is difficult. Many of us practicing for 
many years, we still aren't able to experience the pure land of the Buddha 
Sakyamuni. We aren't able to experience that, we never have face-to-face encounter 
with the ever present Buddha. But that doesn't mean that it doesn't exist. At this 
point, we can take the help of the modern science to get some confirmation of some 
of our Buddhist believes. Let us take a look at some of the Buddha's discourses and 
some findings from contemporary science. Today, the new Physics tells us that there 
are hundreds and thousands of parallel universes. There are parallel universes, which 
are quite different, are totally opposite or diverse from our universe. And these 
universes all depend just on alteration of mental perception, a slippage in time and 
space. There are many descriptions/many metaphors to describe them. Just because 
it is difficult to understand how the Pure Land can be all around us and how the 
Buddha Sakyamuni can be traced on the Vulture Peak in India teaching the Dharma, 
similarly, it is difficult to understand how there could be parallel universes that ares 
different. That's why the new fad is the Quantum Mechanic, the Quantum Physics. It 
hasn't been popular apart from couple of films like Star gate and like that, it has not 
become popular like Relativity, the Time. The time is popular. The Quantum Physics 
hasn't become popular because it is too difficult. People can't imagine that really 
'this table' doesn't exist. They find it very difficult to understand. The fact is that the 
Quantum Physics tells us that the parallel universes/different worlds exist side by side 
are not only possible but in fact they exist. And what could it be anything other than 
the description of the parallel universe when the Lotus Sutra says that in reality all the 
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time the Buddha Sakyamuni is teaching the Dharma on the Vulture Peak in the 
middle of the Pure Land. This is a universe that for the moment we cannot see 
because of the conditions of our own means of observation. Because of our form of 
conception, we cannot perceive it. So this is the message of the parable in the 
sixteenth chapter. 

§ 2. Burning House: 

2.1. Sariputra and His Attainment of Buddhahood 

Now, I am going to talk about the third chapter. I am not going to talk about the 
parable of the Burning House, because I have talked about it before. But I am going 
to talk about the first part of the chapter, which is about Sariputra and his attainment 
of Buddhahood. This part of the text is extremely interesting, because it shows us the 
different attitudes of the Arhats. 

Now in Sariputra's case, for example he is delighted. He is thrilled. His mind dances in 
joy when he hears that he is going to be a Buddha. In fact, in so many words he says, 
"I always feel why I have been left out? Why the other Bodhisattvas 
becoming Buddhas and I am left out and I can't attain Buddhahood. I 
wanted to ask Tathagata about this. Now the Tathagata says that I will 
also become a Buddha so I am overjoyed, thrilled and happy, finally I 
am really a son of the Buddha. Really born of the Buddha's mouth." 
Remember the Buddha in the Pali text tells all the members of his assembly, the 
members of the Sahgha, they are the sons of the Buddha; they are born from the 
Buddha's mouth, as the Brahmins are born from the Brahma's mouth. So Sariputra 
was saying that he is now going to become really the son of the Buddha. He was not 
just going to remain as an Arhat but he is going to be a Buddha. So Sariputra was 
delighted. He will be free from all residues; he will have all powers and attributes of 
the Buddha. Although Sariputra was delighted to hear the prediction, he had doubt. 
He said, 'can it be really true?' May be this was a work of some devil. No, this was not 
a work of a devil; it was just a skillful means. The Buddha first put him on the path of 
Arhatship. He let him attain Arhatship and when he is ready, he will disclose him his 
final destiny to become a Buddha. And at that time, the Buddha predicted his 
Buddhahood and described the nature of his Pure Land, because when Sariputra 
becomes a Buddha, he will also have a Pure Land, just as all the Buddhas have their 
own Pure Land. And then the Buddha goes on talking about how then Sariputra in 
turn predict the Buddhahood of another disciple and then how that disciple will go 
on to become a Buddha and create his Pure Land. So the process repeats itself ad 
infinitum. The process goes on and on. 

Sariputra was happy and delighted but at this point lot of Arhats were confused. 
They don't know what to make of this. The Buddha taught Four Noble Truths. Now 
he is teaching another Dharma, a superior Dharma, according to which they all 
become Buddhas. What is this? This may be a work of a devil. What kind of teaching 
is this? And of course, throughout the Mahayana texts, you find references where the 
audiences become confused and upset. The audiences cannot accept this shift. They 
cannot accept this change and this is hardly surprising. Someone trained all his or 
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her lives according to one teaching and suddenly, he is told that it isn't the final 
teaching, that is not the highest teaching. This is difficult to accept. Sometimes, you 
find monks walking away. I told you about the Mulapariyaya Sutta, where the monks 
walked away at the end of the discourse. They were grumbling among themselves 
about what the Buddha taught. What did it mean? Usually, the audiences of the 
Buddha praised him. They became enchanted/delighted by the teaching. Sometimes 
when the Buddha taught difficult things, the audiences were puzzled, confused and 
the Buddha then told the story of the burning house. He told the parable of the rich 
man staying in the old house with only one door and so forth and he described the 
working of the skillful/expedient means. He discussed the various vehicles, the 
vehicles of the Sravaka or Arhats, the vehicles of the Pratyekabuddha and the vehicle 
of the Bodhisattva. And he described for whom these vehicles were designed and 
intended. 

2.2. The Teaching of the Three Vehicles is Another 
Exercise/Another Expedient Means. 

He says that the three vehicles are meant for three types of practitioners. The Buddha 
taught Sravakayana or the Vehicle of Arhat to those who want to escape quickly from 
the world, to those who want to enter into/those who want to attain nirvana. The 
Buddha taught the vehicle of the Pratyekabuddha to those people who want to 
achieve solitary understanding of causes and condition. For those people who want 
to achieve comprehensive wisdom/who want to benefit all living beings/who wants 
to save all living beings from suffering of samsara, to those people the Buddha 
taught the Bodhisattvayana, the vehicle of Bodhisattva and he taught the resolve of 
the Buddhahood. So the teaching of the three vehicles is another exercise/another 
expedient means. 

Not every body is ready to undertake the path of Bodhisattva to attain Buddhahood. 
Not everybody feels confident and incline to undertake the path. Do you remember 
the parable of the lost son? The lost son wasn't ready to take over the responsibility. 
He wasn't ready to receive his inheritance. He was still sunk in his misery/in his 
ignorance/in loss of his identity. He has forgotten the fact that he was actually the 
son of the wealthy landowner. So it was too challenging to accept the fact that he 
was the heir of this great fortune. He had to be brought along by the stages. First as 
a workman, then as a foreman etc. and then eventually, he was able to receive his 
inheritance and was able to understand his own work. In the same way, it is not 
possible and likely that every one have the same mental capacity. It is also part and 
parcel of the working of the skill-in-means. Certain living beings should in fact follow 
the way of the Arhats, should follow the Theravada teaching. 

§ 3. Early Buddhism is a Foundation of Practising the Path 

3.1.1. A Mistaken Notion by Most Mahayana Practitioners 

As a matter of fact, there is a mistaken notion that if you practice the Mahayana, if 
you try to follow the Mahayana tradition, you can do away with the Theravada 
teaching. Unfortunately, this is true in the Mahayana community and it is very true in 
the Vajrayana community. A lot of people think that it is just good enough to receive 
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initiation and to practice Vajrayana Sadhana and they are not worried about the 
fundamental, about the basics of Buddhist teachings. (And I meet these people all 
the time because quite often I teach in the Vajrayana centers). 

Unfortunately, now we are living in a world where everything is mixed up. In some 
way they are benefited, they are in close contact with each other, we can get any kind 
of information on the internet and so forth. On the other hand, we all are in hurry, we 
all want instant result, we want the 'magi mee' religion, and add hot water and 
become an Arhat or a Bodhisattva or a Mahasiddha, whatever it may be and it 
doesn't work that way. 

The actual fact is that the way things were done in Tibet was different. In Tibet, 
people study the basic Buddhist teachings first. They study the four noble truths, 
eightfold path, morality, good conduct, respect for parents. They study all of these 
for years before they are allowed to study Mahayana texts. They have to study all the 
basics before they are allowed learning about the way to begin the aspiration to 
attain Buddhahood. Then they study Mahayana for years. They are not allowed close 
to the Vajrayana teaching, unless they have ten, twenty years of training in the 
fundamentals of Buddhism and in the fundamentals of Mahayana. 

Nowadays, people walking into the Vajrayana centers, if they happen to be in the 
right place and in the right time they take initiation and they start Vajrayana 
teaching. (We make excuses by saying, 'it is because of their karma, that's why they 
are there.' We hope we are right). Unfortunately, a lot of them before long are 
confused. They don't know what they are doing, because we cannot build a house 
without a foundation. You need a strong and stable foundation. And for your 
practice you need a firm foundation. So there is no better place to start really other 
than starting with the basics. If you want to follow the path and attain liberation, let's 
not even define it. Let's not call it Arhatship. Let's not call it Buddhahood. If you want 
to achieve something along the spiritual path, want to become better people with 
less aversion, less attachment, want to avoid harm, want to do good and purify your 
mind, start to practice. Practice on the basics, practice on the fundamentals. And you 
can't go wrong. You don't have to plan your itinerary right from the beginning 
exactly like which stop you are going to make along the way, which turn you are 
going to take. 

You just start practicing along the Buddhist path sincerely/earnestly and sure you will 
make progress. And as you make progress you will be in better position to make 
decision about which particular form of practices suits you. 
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